44	AMONG THE BEDOUINS
The sheik of sheiks sat on the edge of his cloak and
kicked off his shoes. A black slave brought a bowl of
water, with which he rinsed his mouth, snuffed a little into
his nostrils, expelled it with the aid of thumb and fore-
finger, then washed his hands and feet.
The invocation, with its alternate kneeling, rising, and
prostration southward toward Mecca, was spoken in low
tones, distinguishable at first, then blending to a whis-
pered murmur:
"Es salaat wes salaam aleik [Peace be with thee and
the glory]."
I was surprised to observe that while Mitkhal was pray-
ing, the dozen or more men in the coffee circle assumed no
demeanor of silence or devotion. On the contrary, their
conversations, cigarette-smoking and other little activities
buzzed on—it seemed to me, even more briskly than
usual. I learned that it is not polite to fall silent and
watch a man intently while he is praying. If a slave is
clattering the coffee pots; if a story teller is in the midst
of a tale; if men gossip or bargain, it is polite for them to
continue. And so they did while our sheik prayed.
Neither Mitkhal nor any one in the encampment had
ever questioned me about my religious beliefs. It is a
rule of the Bedouins not to inquire into the personal
affairs of a man after he has been formally accepted as
their guest. Never did they evince the slightest curiosity
as to whether I was rich or poor in my own country, mar-
ried or unmarried, or what might be my occupation.
There is a story of an Austrian, who was dackhile [a pro-
tected guest] of the Annezy many years ago, and who
arrived in the tent of a certain sheik to remain, presum-
ably* for a day or a week. Instead, he settled down for

